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“For the Sake of the Gospel”

“I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its blessings.”

It may surprise anyone who know how inept I am with almost every tool that I once took a
year of shop class, which was required of all male students in my junior high school (Home
Economics, which only girls took at the time, would have been of far greater value to me!). 
We were taught the proper use of tools and how to make items out of both wood and metal
under the watchful eye of Mr. Herman, who ran a very tight class that emphasized discipline
and had very little tolerance for any foolishness.  Mr. Herman was very strict about the
manner in which we both used and cared for our tools, and no class was finished until we had
cleaned up and put all of the tools back in their proper place.  His approach to running his
class was summarized by a large sign that was in the front of the classroom: “A place for
every tool; every tool in its place.”

Whether or not you are handy with tools (and in spite of my lack of skills, I do own a toolbox
full of various items and am even known to pay the occasional visit to Home Hardware and
Canadian Tire) it’s important to know the proper use of tools.  When a tool is used for the
purpose for which it has been designed, it can greatly assist us in building or renovating a
house, creating a beautiful piece of furniture, or making a simple repair to our home or
automobile.  On the other hand, when a tool is used improperly, at the very least it can be
ineffective or at worst actually do damage.  We need to know the proper place and proper
purpose for each tool if they are to be used to improve our lives and property.

Even beyond our toolboxes, everything we possess can be used either well or poorly,
properly or improperly.  A car has tremendous benefits in getting ourselves and our families
around town and to fulfill our jobs and errands, but used improperly it can be a dangerous
weapon that can lead to harm and even death.  A knife can assist us in preparing dinner,
opening a box, and even carving a piece of wood into a work of art; used improperly or in the
wrong fashion, it is dangerous to our safety and the safety of others.  Even the intangible
tools that are our talents and gifts can also be used in either a positive or negative manner:
we can use our talents for teaching, singing, speaking, management, and countless other
skills to help others and build up communities and organizations, or we can use them for
selfish gain or to divide and destroy relationships among persons and communities.  The
manner in which we use the tools and skills that have been entrusted to us can make a
tremendous difference for either good or bad.

In the midst of dealing with several issues that are affected the church community in Corinth,
Paul offers a remarkable self-portrait of himself and his perspective on his apostolic ministry
in today’s second lesson.  Even though he is free in so many ways – both as a Roman citizen
and as a Christian who has been freed from the power of sin and death by the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ – Paul also sees himself as captive to his call: “… for an
obligation has been placed on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!” (1
Corinthians 9:16).  Paul must preach the gospel or suffer the woes appropriate to his failure
to do what he is called to do.  He even goes so far as to describe himself as a “slave”



(doulos) to this commission, using the same word he uses in his letter to Philippians to
describe how Christ, “though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as
something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in
human likeness.” (Philippians 2:6-7).  Paul fully enslaves himself to all people because of the
gospel he freely serves and offers free of charge.  Paul, in one sense the freest of persons, is
bound by the gospel, and in it he chooses to live the life of service to all so that he “might win
more of them.” (9:19).  The purpose of his life is to carry out the call with which he is
entrusted.

· “For Paul, the motivating force of his proclamation is a profound sense of call.  For
Paul, God’s call to him is shaped by a pair of powerful and interlaced forces: the God
who called him and the people who would hear the good news.  That is, for Paul, God
and the people to whom God has sent him are tied together.” – Eric Barreto.

The governing focus of Paul’s life in response to his call is that he might be the tool, the
instrument through which “I might by all means save some.” (9:22).  Paul, who presents
himself as the exemplary strong and free person, stands alongside the weak in the gospel, on
account of the gospel, as a requirement of the gospel “so that I might win (kerdaino,
“winning, gaining) more of them.” (9:19).  An important aspect of this surrender of his
personal liberty and agenda is in becoming “all things to all people,” so that Paul might
encounter and engage people where they are and where they live.  As in his incarnation
Christ the living Word “became flesh and lived among us … full of grace and truth” (John
1:14), Paul’s call to proclaim the gospel means “to the Jews I became as a Jew … to those
outside the law I became as one outside the law, so that I might win those outside the law.” 
Paul does all of this not for his own sake but “for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share
in its blessings.”

· “What Paul describes here is not simple relativism or mere assimilation.  Becoming ‘all
things to all people’ does not require losing one’s self.  Instead, he describes a radical
way of life in which he walks alongside all kinds of people in order to draw them to
God.” – Barreto.

In setting aside his own freedom, priorities, and desires for the sake of fulfilling his call to
proclaim the liberating gospel to persons in all places and circumstances, Paul is being
faithful to the call the share the good news of our Lord who also set aside his will in order to
fulfill God’s Will when at Gethsemane he cries out in the hours before his death “not what I
want, but what you want.” (Mark 14:36).  Paul is walking in the footsteps of faithful disciples
such as Mary the mother of Jesus, who responds to the angel Gabriel’s announcement of the
circumstances surrounding the birth of her son by offering herself as “the servant of the Lord;
let it be with me according to your word.” (Luke 1:38).  When some of his followers
misunderstood discipleship as a path to power and status, Jesus teaches them that “whoever
wishes to be great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among
you must be your slave, just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to
give his life a ransom for many.” (Matthew 20:26-28).  Being called to discipleship means
understanding the one’s life now has a very specific purpose: to be the means through which
God’s steadfast love is shared with all persons.  It means that God has called us to be “a
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may
proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1
Peter 2:9).  As we have been entrusted with this calling, we must take care that we always



use it for the purpose for which God intends it; any misuse of this gift, like the misuse of a tool
or a talent, can lead to lost opportunities to share the gospel and even do damage to the work
of the church and the fulfillment of God’s will.  

As Paul’s apostolic call meant that he had to make sacrifices and put aside his own freedom
and desires for the sake of the gospel, our call as the apostolic church of this age is the same
as has been in all ages: to make certain that we are doing all we can to fulfill the will of God
that the Church of Jesus Christ continue to be the light that shines in the darkness of our
world, the community in which the Word of God is always front and center, the “assembly of
all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are
administered according to the gospel.” (Augsburg Confession).  As an obligation was laid on
Paul to proclaim the gospel, the Church’s obligation is to share this good news – and woe to
us if we do not proclaim it! As we have been liberated by God’s grace that came with no
strings attached, our call is to also proclaim “the gospel free of charge,” knowing that true
blessedness will come when we endeavor that all we do as the church be done “for the sake
of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.” (9:23).

Throughout its history, the church has struggled to discern its mission and purpose in the
time and place in which it is called to serve.  At its best, the church has been a tremendous
blessing to others: gathering to worship around Word and Sacrament, teaching children
about God’s love, establishing schools and hospitals to serve the community, and organizing
mission and relief efforts across the globe.  But because it is a community of sinful human
beings, the church as sadly often been used for purposes other than what God intended, and
has played a role in dividing communities, justifying warfare and inequality, and exploiting
others for its own selfish gain.  That is why the church, like all persons, are called to
repentance whenever we have strayed from the path our Saviour has called us to follow; it is
as a community that we must confess that all too often we have not loved God with our whole
heart, nor have we loved our neighbours as ourselves.  The church of Christ, in every age,
“must claim and test its heritage and keep on rising from the dead” if it is to fulfill the purpose
for which our Lord Jesus Christ established it.  As Lutherans we believe that the Church must
be semper reformanda, “always reforming,” always seeking to discern how we can be faithful
to our call and purpose for the sake of the gospel we are called to proclaim.

· “Therefore we must look to Christ and listen to him as he describes the true Christian
church … for one should and one must rather believe Christ and the apostles, that one
must speak God’s Word and do as St. Peter and here the Lord Christ says: He who
keeps my Word, there is my dwelling, there is the Builder, my Word must remain in it;
otherwise it shall not be my house.” – Martin Luther, “Sermon in Pleissenburg,” 1539.

At times when the Church became too focused inwardly upon its own welfare and needs, it
was called to look both “across the world [and] across the street [where] the victims of
injustice cry” and to be “the servant church … a caring church that longs to be a partner in
Christ’s sacrifice, and clothed in Christ’s humanity.”  At times when the Church appeared
adrift and unclear about its mission and purpose, it was called to return to the call of Christ
which must always be at the heart of its life and work:

· “All the activity of the disciples is subject to the clear precept of their Lord.  They are
not left free to choose their own methods or adopt their own conception of their task. 
Their work is to be Christ-work, and therefore they are absolutely dependent upon the



will of Jesus.  Happy are they whose duty is fixed by such a precept, and who are
therefore free from the tyranny of their own ideas and calculations.” – Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship.

At times when the church had forgotten its call to proclaim the Word of God even when that
word contradicted the societal standards of its time, when the church had either turned a deaf
ear or was even complicit with racism and segregation, it was called to remember that its
highest loyalty is to God, for “you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your might.” (Deuteronomy 6:5):

· “Your highest loyalty is to God, and not to the mores or the folkways, the state or the
nation, or any manmade institution.  If any earthly institution or custom conflicts with
God’s will, it is your Christian duty to oppose it.  You must never allow the transitory,
evanescent demands of man-made institutions to take precedence over the eternal
demands of the Almighty God… You are called to be the salt of the earth.  You are to
be the light of the world.  You are to be that vitally active leaven in the lump of the
nation.” – Martin Luther King, Jr., Strength to Love.

At times when the church is uncertain about its future, when many congregations feel that
their best days are behind them and that there is no place for them in the future, we are
called to remember that as it was God who called us together as his holy church, it is God
who calls us to look at the future as a time and opportunity to do what is at the heart of our
mission: to be the salt of the earth, the light of the world, the place where we live together for
the sake of the gospel.

· “The lesson of history is clear: the challenge to all serious Christians and Christian
bodies today is not whether we can devise yet more novel and promotionally
impressive means for the transmission of the Christian religion (let alone this or that
denomination); it is whether we are able to hear and proclaim the gospel!” – Douglas
John Hall, Waiting for Gospel.

“We have no mission but to serve in full obedience to our God; to care for all, without reserve,
and spread his liberating word.”

As each tool in our toolbox has a specific purpose, there is one specific mission for our
congregation and all churches of Jesus Christ in all places: to be the place where all of our
efforts, all of our energies, all of our resources are united together to fulfill the purpose for
which the Lord has called us together: to make certain that the liberating Gospel of Jesus
Christ is proclaimed and shared in this generation as it has been shared in previous
generations, and to be faithful stewards of what has been entrusted to us so that future
generations may come to this place to hear that same life-changing word.  All that we say, all
that we do, all of our gatherings and energies must be focused on the purpose for which we
continue to exist: to serve in obedience to what our Lord has called us to be, for the sake of
the gospel. Amen.


